
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
THE LAST DEEP BREATH

 


By Tom Piccirilli

 


[image: tmp_e6a69d9828940e9e0e88d96fbd81ad85_7hv839_html_3900043.jpg]

 


Smashwords Edition published at Smashwords by
Crossroad Press

 


Copyright 2010 by Tom Piccirilli

 


Copy-Edited by Neal Hock – Cover Design by
Neil Jackson

 



 


LICENSE NOTES:

 


This eBook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 



OTHER CROSSROAD TITLES BY TOM
PICCIRILLI:

 


NOVELS:

 


Short
Ride to Nowhere

Nightjack

 


NOVELLAS:

 


All
You Despise

Fuckin'
Lie Down Already

Loss

The
Fever Kill

The
Nobody

 


UNABRIDGED AUDIOBOOKS:

 



Nightjack – Narrated by Chet Williamson

 



Buy Direct From Crossroad Press &
Save

 


Try any title from CROSSROAD PRESS – use the
Coupon Code FIRSTBOOK for a one time 20% savings! We have a wide
variety of eBook and Audiobook titles available. Find us at:
http://store.crossroadpress.com

 


 



 


The Last Deep Breath

 


Tom Piccirilli

 


for Norm Partridge

 


 



1

 


She turned over in bed, ran her fingers
through the wet thatch of his chest hair, and said, “I want you to
kill my husband.”

Grey wasn’t surprised. It seemed like every
third woman he ran into wanted her husband dead.

No divorce. No let’s get him into AA or
rehab. No he’s the father of my children, sweet baby Jesus he
deserves a second chance. No smack him in the teeth and leave him
bleeding in the gutter.

No mercy at all. These ladies played a
serious game. He’d thought things in New York were pretty bad, but
out here in the desert all remnants of grace and pity evaporated
like a mid-morning shower. They wanted their old men dead. The ring
apparently made them homicidal.

He knew he’d never get out the door without
listening to the rest of it so he lit a cigarette, lay back against
the pillows, and said, “Tell me your plan.”

She did. It was stupid. They were all
stupid.

Sweet smell of desert sage drifted in on the
hot breeze. Grey looked into her face and saw what he always saw.
The seething desperation cresting in heavily shadowed eyes. A hint
of dust trapped in the crows’ feet and deep frown lines. Thirty
years of unanswered pleas and unresolved daddy issues. A gutted rag
doll forgotten in the corner. Another delicate moaner in the
sisterhood of pain.

He said, “Let me think about it.”

She got up, drew a slash of lipstick across
her mouth, and started to get dressed for her shift at the Main
Street diner. No shower. Christ, and he’d eaten there. He tried not
to pull a face.

“Bo gets out next Wednesday,” she told him.
“Can we get everything ready by then?”

“I think so.”

She smiled in a way he hadn’t seen before.
It was girlish and almost cruel, but at least it was authentic.

“Bo is mean. Crazy mean. He’ll kill us if we
mess this up.”

“We won’t mess up.”

“If you get hungry there’s some leftover
chicken in the fridge.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ll be home by ten, honey.”

“I’ll be here.”

She leaned over and kissed him, tried to put
some real affection into it this time, but she just didn’t know how
to do it anymore. The attempt seemed to embarrass her and she
practically cantered out the door.

Grey took a shower, shaved, and got his
clothes out of the drier. He did about an hour’s worth of work on
the Chevelle, tuning it with Bo’s tools, then topped off the
fluids. Bo hadn’t been much of a stickup man but he had a
well-stocked garage. Grey stole a few tools he might need on his
ride and packed them in the trunk.

A coyote barked in the distance. He still
hadn’t got used to the sound, it always made him jerk his head up.
Made him think of the wild dog packs that roamed Coney Island in
the winter, eating what was left of the frozen homeless.

A storm rumbled across the encroaching
dusk.

He got in the car and headed west.

The world grew wide and burned with
possibility and misgiving. He looked in the rearview and watched as
the east was swallowed by the thickening darkness of night rising
up behind him. He stood on the pedal and aimed for the plunging
sun.
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The next one was different. She found him in
a bar outside of Reno.

She was a little older but a lot prettier
and much sharper. She hadn’t yet had all the edges sanded off her
yet. Her eyes were clear and alive with intelligence and wit. They
still held out a touch of hope and they glittered with a kind of
bemusement, like she knew this was only a pit stop on her way to
the Gold Mile.

Every guy in the place sat up a little
straighter. They got change and played tunes on the jukebox that
they thought a woman would want to dance to. She moved around the
bar and settled in beside anyone who might buy her a drink. She did
it without the bullshit flirting that usually led to brawls or back
alley rapes and cherry-topped prowl cars. The men joked with her.
Nobody laid a hand on her. She’d throw down her Dewar’s and Coke
and then move on to the next one, her conversation lively, killing
the afternoon slug by slug.

At least that’s what Grey thought was
happening at first. About an hour later he reassessed. She was
trying to make him jealous, weaving among the old drunks and the
truckers hopped on speed. Grey watched her in the mirror behind the
bar and, though their gazes never met, he knew she was enjoying
being on stage for him. He was a properly attentive audience.

He eavesdropped, his concentration
fine-tuned and perfectly focused. Her name was Kendra. If someone
tried to call her anything else, the diminutive Ken or Kennie, she
corrected them.

She had an easy way about her, an effortless
laugh that sounded just a little too natural. It was the soft
melody of every woman you wanted to lie beside, your head resting
in her lap while she stroked your forehead. You look up into her
eyes and she leans down, gives you the killer grin, her bee-stung
lips parting to meet your own.

She was blonde, her hair feathered to frame
a heart-shaped face, styled in a way that was popular when he was
kid and seemed to be making a comeback. It looked good on her. She
had high cheekbones that drew you to her hazel eyes flecked with
gold. There was some nice meat and jiggle to her hips. Breasts that
had just enough bounce to them beneath her blouse to be real. The
teeth weren’t. They were so straight, even, and white that they
must’ve run into the mid-five figures.

She knew how to throw her head back far
enough so that the light caught her perfectly and lit her like the
star of a Broadway show. She had the looks but wasn’t vapid enough
to be a model, not even an older one who couldn’t do top magazine
cover work anymore. That meant actress.

He thought he might’ve seen her before. He
guessed she
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